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adults, capable of making a wide variety of decisions in life. 
As such they would not immediately strike us as vulnerable. 
Undue influence, however, is a relevant concern in educa-
tional research because there unmistakably is a power dif-
ferential between student and staff. It is worth noticing here, 
however, that undue influence may also be present in other 
examples of education research. Residents, for example, 
may also experience pressure from their supervisors to par-
ticipate in research. In the Netherlands, the NVMO Ethical 
Review Board pays particular attention to the risk for undue 
influence for all participants involved [3].
Concerning the second threat, we recognize the prob-
lematic overrepresentation of undergraduate students in 
research mentioned by Walsh. Yet oversight by ethics 
committees will not be sufficient to address this problem 
as they simply lack the required oversight and the means 
to influence research agendas. Instead of calling for over-
sight we suggest that persons that are invited to participate 
in research must be selected for scientific reasons and not 
because they are easy to recruit. In addition researchers 
should justify to a research ethics committee the exclusion 
of other groups. Equity indeed requires that the benefits of 
research be distributed fairly and that no group or class of 
persons bear more than its fair share of the risks or burdens 
from research participation.
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We would like to respond to the eye-opener by Walsh [1], in 
which he comments on the heavy reliance on undergradu-
ate students as participants in medical education research. 
Walsh mentions two key threats to the fairness and valid-
ity of research with these participants: (1) Medical stu-
dents might feel pressure to participate in research because 
researchers are, in most cases, faculty/ their tutors, and (2) 
the overrepresentation of undergraduate students because 
they are easy to include in research projects.
Concerning the first threat, we think it is important to 
distinguish between vulnerability and undue influence. 
According to the Declaration of Helsinki [2], vulnerable 
groups and individuals ‘may have an increased likelihood 
of being wronged or of incurring additional harm.’ In some 
cases, persons are vulnerable because they are relatively (or 
absolutely) incapable of protecting their own interests. This 
may occur when persons have relative or absolute impair-
ments in decisional capacity, education, resources, strength, 
or other attributes needed to protect their own interests. We 
consider medical students to be reasonable and autonomous 
W. E. S. van den Broek () · R. H. P. Wouters · 
J. J. M. H. van Delden




R. H. P. Wouters · W. E. S. van den Broek
University Medical Center Utrecht Medical School,
Room HB 4.05,
PO Box 85500, 3508 GA Utrecht, The Netherlands
J. J. M. H. van Delden
Julius Center for Health Sciences and Primary Care, 




In response to ‘Medical Education Research: is participation fair?’
References
1. Walsh K. Medical Education Research: is participation fair? Per-
spect Med Educ. 2014;3:379–82.
2. World Medical Association. Declaration of Helsinki 2013. http://
www.wma.net/en/30publications/10policies/b3/index.html. 
Accessed: 13. April 2015.
3. Eikelboom JI, ten Cate ThJ, Jaarsma D, Raat JAN, Schuwirth L, 
Van Delden JJM. A framework for the ethics review of education 
research. Med Educ. 2012;46:731–3.
W. E. Sjoukje van den Broek is a PhD student in medical educa-
tion at University Medical Center Utrecht and secretary of the NVMO 
Ethical Review Board.
Roel H. P. Wouters is medical student at University Medical Cen-
ter Utrecht medical school and student member of the NVMO Ethical 
Review Board.
J. J. M. Hans van Delden is professor of medical ethics at the Julius 
Center for Health Sciences and Primary Care of the medical school 
of Utrecht University and chair of the NVMO Ethical Review Board.
